T he nursing crisis of the 21st century is a close kin to the one witnessed in the 20th century. Vicki Boyce (see "Everything Old Is New Again" in this issue) reacquaints us with the document produced by the Secretary's Commission on Nursing in 1988. What is old and what is new about the current crisis? Let me share the assessment made by the commission in their Interim Report, July 1988:
The reported shortage of RNs is real, widespread, and of signficant magnitude. There is evidence to support the conclusion that the current shortage cuts across all health care delivery settings and all nursing practice areas;
The current shortage of RNs is primarily the result of an increase in demand as opposed to a contraction of supply. Although RN supply continues to grow, the number of new RN graduates has declined, and there are strong indications that RN supply has not kept pace with increased demand;
The shortage of RNs is contributing to the deterioration of RN's work environment and may also be having a negative impact on quality of patient care and access to health services;
Projections for the future are not encouraging. In the short term, the quantity of care provided by the existing pool of RNs will be difficult to increase without significant intervention. In the long term, there is considerable evidence to suggest that the demand for RNs will continue to increase, and a continued imbalance with supply is anticipated.
The commission focused its final recommendations on six groups of concerns: utilization of nursing resources, nurse compensation, health care financing, nurse decision making, development of nursing resources, and maintenance of nursing resources. The commissioners end their final report to then-secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services Otis R. Bowen, M.D. with the words, "It is the sincere belief of the Commission that the health of this nation will be at risk if the changes suggested in these recommendations do not occur" (final report on the Secretary's Commission on Nursing, 1988) .
So what's old and what's new, and why didn't nurse leadership and nurses themselves hold policymakers' and organizations' 'feet to the fire' to pay attention to and act on these recommendations? Are nurses indeed powerless to protect the patients they commit to care for? The projections of the commission are being made real on a daily basis in our hospitals, nursing homes, and other care settings. Professional nurse-patient ratios are climbing to unsafe limits in many institutions, working conditions are burning out nurses faster than they can be replaced, the profession is losing its appeal to new recruits, and the passion and commitment that once characterized the "Nightingale nurse" are disappearing from the health care scene. What a terrible shame for the nation and for nurses themselves! Will professional nursing be the sacrificial lamb of 21st century health care as cost and profit cloud the pursuit of excellence in care and high levels of patient satisfaction? How did this happen, and is it too late to reverse directions?
There are numerous bills before the federal Congress and state legislatures. Some are weak and some are good and worthy. Look at them, lobby intensely for the ones you feel address the crux of the current crisis. All of us have allowed the situation of the nursing shortage and crisis to deteriorate to the point that any real solution must be multipronged, addressing nursing education and recruitment and workplace conditions simultaneously, with great energy and vigor. Relate the crisis to patient safety and quality of care issues as well as the economics of increasing access to care and lowering the overall cost of care. No Florence Nightingale is imminent on the horizon nor is this task to be taken on singlehandedly by a few. The help and advice of the public and powerful organizational leaders who have the authority, insight, and humanity to make difficult decisions in terms of resource allocation and those who make and implement public policy are needed to turn the tide of this crisis. It is a crisis that transcends the nursing profession. It touches every person who experiences sickness and struggles to maintain wellness and health. CAROLE P. JENNINGS, PhD, RN
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